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TERROR AND PERFORMANCE. By Rustom Bharucha. New Delhi: Tulika 
Books, 2014. 250 pp. London: Routledge. Paper, $39.95; cloth, $125.00.
The literature on terror has grown substantially since 9/11. Most of these 
books either reinterpret the concept of terror in the light of American war 
on terror or critically examine terror in the wake of discursive readings of 
critics such as Edward Said. Surprisingly, both readings underline the Muslim 
and Judeo-Christian divide. By rethinking terror in the wake of Hobbes’s idea 
of war of “every man against every man,” Rustom Bharucha’s book Terror and 
Performance offers a much awaited perspective beyond the Muslim and Judeo-
Christian world to the existing scholarship on terror in the field of theatre and 
performance studies.  
Besides being a provocation for the emerging scholarship on terror 
and performance, the book offers a reengagement with real people who 
were lost in a rigid dichotomy between subject and object. Above all, in writ-
ing terror using the parlance of performance studies, the book, intelligibly, 
puts humans at the center and challenges state-centric approaches on terror 
in which humans are often presented as war machines. The book’s content 
defies partisan feeling that has been running high against the Muslim world 
after September 11, 2001, by questioning lopsided views of anti-terror political 
think tanks. In the process of revealing the “undiscovered” contours of ter-
ror in continents ranging from Asia to Africa, Bharucha constantly engages 
with and expands the discourse of his theoretical predecessors such as Tzvetan 
Todorov, Paul Virilio, Talal Asad, and Mahmood Mamdani.
We are informed that the initial provocation of the book is located in 
an uncanny accident in the Manila bar, which was the actual site of the Genet 
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play directed by Bharucha. Three days after the last production of the play, 
the bar was consumed in a blaze and became a burning site for Bharucha to 
question the nexus of terror and performance. Although Bharucha has regis-
tered this connection before in an essay titled “Genet in Manila: Reclaiming 
the Chaos of Our Times” (2003), the book provides a larger canvas to “think 
through it [terror]” (p. 2). In this process of considering, Bharucha destabi-
lizes all hegemonic definitions of terror and frees it from its most circulated 
definition as premeditated and politically motivated violence. The introduc-
tion makes it clear that the book does not address terror at a purely dramatur-
gical level of theatrical representation but that “it prioritizes those instances 
of terror which are unscripted, unplanned, undetermined” (p. 20). Follow-
ing this argument, Bharucha reads performance not as a “rehearsed, time-
and-space-bound event framed within the cultural norms of civic institutions 
like state theatres,” but as an event “linked to social interactions, behaviours, 
strategies, deceptions, manipulations and negotiations of terror in the public 
sphere” (p. 21). This reading of performance by Bharucha expands the spec-
trum of performance studies and makes it go beyond its conventional focus. 
Although the book is primarily a performance studies text, chapter 1 
briefly engages with the critical methods of theatre studies. Using the vocab-
ulary of theatre studies, Bharucha analyzes the writings of Genet and Artaud, 
and reads them in the context of brutality and torture. The chapter explores 
the politics of Genet by reading Genet’s writings against the backdrop of 
his love for the Palestinian struggle and his defense of the Baader-Meinhof 
 terrorists. Explicating the writings of Artaud, Bharucha rewrites the dynam-
ics of Artaud’s theatre of cruelty, by rereading him as “a victim of medical 
terror whose life was destroyed by the regulatory mechanisms of clinical psy-
chiatry” (p. 53).
Over the course of 250 pages, the book, divided into four chapters, 
explores terror in all its implications: personal, public, real, imaginary, volun-
tary, and involuntary. One of the best examples of this engagement is seen in 
chapter 1, in which Bharucha rewrites debates connected to 9/11 in the light 
of his own production of Genet’s The Maids in Manila. The chapter beautifully 
highlights the confluence of real/voluntary and imaginary/involuntary as the 
production of The Maids overlapped with the actual protests against the cor-
rupt regime of President Joseph Estrada.
In chapters 2 and 3 Bharucha probes terror by engaging with the 
scholarship on Islamophobia and Rwandan identity. These chapters provide 
an overview of the political and cultural evolution of the identitarian catego-
ries of Muslim and Rwandan, respectively. Bharucha’s case study approach 
to understand the interrelationship between terror and performance is both 
innovative and scientific. Through the case study of genocide in Gujarat in 
general and Kausar Bano, a young Muslim girl from Naroda Patiya, in par-
ticular, Bharucha in chapter 2 addresses the performativity of coercive conver-
sions of Muslims to Hinduism in India. Chapter 3 studies the larger discourse 
of the performativity of the new Rwandan identity or what is popularly known 
as “Rwandanicity.” By reading the session of Gacaca, Rwanda’s community 
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courts, as a performance, Bharucha tries to rewrite the performativity of the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa. 
Rather than limiting the book to staged performances of plays to 
understand the connection between terror and performance, Bharucha 
engages with the larger spectrum of performances in everyday life. A case in 
point is chapter 4, “Performing Non-Violence in the Age of Terror,” in which 
Bharucha analyzes the widespread performance of the famous Dandi March 
or Salt March of Mahatma Gandhi. He reads the march to illustrate how vio-
lence on the satyagrahis by the British seemed staged; the mise en scène of 
collective resistance is used to show how nonviolence is performed. Bharu-
cha’s approach to read lived experiences as still images extracted from some 
performance is unorthodox and refreshing.
The book offers an expert guide on terror scholarship through the 
interdisciplinary fields of performance studies, sociology, history, ethics, and 
philosophy. While there have been many studies of terror, the thing that clearly 
distinguishes Bharucha’s book from previous research is its methodology and 
style of narration. Unlike Bharucha’s earlier books, such as Theatre and the 
World: Performance and the Politics of Culture (1993) and The Politics of Cultural 
Practice: Thinking through Theatre in an Age of Globalization (2000), methodology 
of this book is situated in the rhetorical strategy of the neti neti (neither this, 
neither that) tradition of the Upanishads. Although Bharucha traverses the 
path of via negativa to reach the final truth on terror, the book concludes with 
an open-ended luta continua (the struggle continues).
Bharucha presents a candid narrative on the rise of terror scholar-
ship. His narrative enlightens rather than obfuscates the complicated theoreti-
cal postulations of terror scholarship. The scope of the book is ambitious as 
we move among diverse geographical locations, but Bharucha’s execution is 
brilliant. 
However, the book’s excessive engagement with diverse geographical 
locations is disquieting and restricts Bharucha in exploring the narrative on 
terror in any context in its entirety. 
Despite this, the book is a significant contribution to the scholarship 
on terror and presents a theoretical starting point for future comprehensive 
studies on this field of inquiry.
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THE COLONIAL STAGED: THEATRE IN COLONIAL CALCUTTA. By 
Sudipto Chatterjee. London: Seagull Books, 2007. xiii + 318 pp. Paper, $26.96. 
Chatterjee’s The Colonial Staged takes a comprehensive and critical look at the-
atre in colonial Calcutta combined with a thoughtful theoretical approach to 
colonialism in general. He brings the historical material to life with engag-
ing anecdotes and auto/biographical material from actors, playwrights, direc-
